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ABSTRACT
This thesis seeks to theorize the rhetoric, power dynamics, agency, and rulership of
Theophanu and contextualize it through the frame of an intersection of the Byzantine and
Ottonian political culture. By analyzing the unique sources surrounding Theophanu – from
charters written during her consortship to chronicles written about her posthumously – this thesis
seeks to push scholarship to examining Theophanu at the intersection of these two hegemonic
cultures. This thesis will analyze the rhetoric of transgression surrounding the empress, the
politics of power in the Ottonian court, as well as the gender of Theophanu to bring a nuanced
frame of analysis to understand complicated relationship the empress had with these two
cultures.
This thesis seeks to use this frame of analysis to examine the political and social spaces
surrounding Theophanu. The chronicles written about her during and after her life underline
socio-political relations with the Ottonians and Greeks, which this thesis seeks to highlight. This
thesis also analyzes the various titles in which Theophanu utilized in her political life, both
masculine and feminine, through a complex political and gender frame. This analysis will help
expand scholarship past thinking about Theophanu in dichotomous terms and will provide
scholars a new lens to view a complex historical figure.
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INTRODUCTION
Theophanu, often referred to as the “Greek Empress” by her Ottonian political opponents,
perpetuated one of the most active roles in government in Ottonian history. Historians have been
fascinated by the empress ̶ raised and educated in the efficient education system developed for
Constantinopolitan nobility by Constantine VII (945-59) ̶ due to her mixed Roman heritage and
identity. Born around 955 as a Byzantine princess in Constantinople, Theophanu married Holy
Roman Emperor Otto II in Rome’s Saint Peter’s Basilica when she was only twelve, and this
spurred a prolific political career. During her reign as empress with Otto II, she is recorded to
have intervened in government seventy-six times, and after Otto II’s death she ruled as regent
from 983 until her death in 990.1 Theophanu brought Byzantine ceremonial prescriptions and
traditions, evident in texts such as De Ceremoniis, to the Ottonian court, which allowed the
“Greek Empress” to fashion herself as legitimate in the eyes of the Ottonian nobility. Theophanu
acted in the Latin-speaking, catholic Ottonian court, however she would have been aware of
Byzantine traditions, ceremony, history, and rhetoric.2
Theophanu is the main focus of this thesis, as she exists at a crossroads of Byzantine and
Ottonian culture. This thesis argues that her identity and political practices could be constructed
from elements from both Ottonian and Byzantine cultures, that is to say that she might be
considered simultaneously Ottonian and Byzantine while truly being neither. While this concept
may seem counter-intuitive, shifting towards this lens of viewing Theophanu will help historians
grasp more nuanced aspects of the empress’s political life. This enigmatic empress presents

1

Karl Leyser, Communication and Power In Medieval Europe (London: The Hambledon Press, 1994), 159.
Judith Herrin “Theophano: Considerations on the Education of a Byzantine Princess,” in The Empress
Theophanu: Byzantium and the West at the turn of the first millenium, ed. Adelbert Davids (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), 67. Constantine actively sought to create education for Byzantine nobility that focused
around training Byzantine princesses to be diplomats at a young age.
2
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historians with numerous challenges in terms of how she should be viewed and contextualized,
and many historians have attempted to rise to these challenges through contextual analysis. Many
of these approaches fall short in objectively analyzing her as a historical figure, as they get
wrapped up in imposing value judgments onto Theophanu.
Tenth-century Byzantine and Ottonian society molded her, and these terms, “Ottonian”
and “Byzantine,” are modern constructs imposed on medieval polities which did not call
themselves the aforementioned titles, however for the sake of convenience the present work will
utilize these terms in this thesis to refer to the empire of Constantinople and the Saxon-ruled
empire. In David A. Werner’s article Ritual and Memory in the Ottonian Reich, The Ceremony of
Adventus, he explains that a major purpose of ceremony in the Ottonian Empire was, “to make
the invisible visible.”3 This notion articulates the function of ceremony, and this work will
attempt to explain what the “invisible” was. This “invisible” often referred to platonic entities of
the Ottonian states, such as the idea of empire, Roman identity, and the ideology of its Saxon
rulers. When working with invisible elements of medieval polities that already face problems
regarding their lack of sources, new and inventive methods of investigation must be utilized by
historians. For the sake of this thesis, a variety of theories, relating to space, hybridity, and
gender, will be utilized to elucidate the “invisible” elements of Theophanu’s political career.
The Ottonian Empire existed as a new and volatile polity in the climate of the tenth
century. This powerful medieval polity existed out of the cultural and political remnants of the
Carolingian Empire, and also claimed to be inheritor of the Roman Empire. The ambition of Otto
I (r. 962-73) formed a polity that would be shaped in the tenth century by his son and grandson,
Otto II (r. 973-83) and Otto III (r. 996-1002) respectively. By this time, Byzantium claimed over
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David A. Warner, “Ritual and Memory in the Ottonian Reich, The Ceremony of Adventus,” Speculum 76 (2001):
255.
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a thousand years of uninterrupted Greek and Roman history, and this would frame their view of
the Ottonians. During the tenth century, the Byzantine Empire experienced a revival of Greek
and Roman culture spurred on by the educational programs of Photios, a heavily influential and
controversial Patriarch from the ninth century. Constantine VII (r. 945-959) would continue
many of these educational and cultural programs, which ultimately formed the basis of
Theophanu’s education. Theophanu received education to be a diplomat in the Byzantine
aristocracy and would have been educated in the arts of history, rhetoric, theology, and politics.4
1.1 Historiography
Much of the debate surrounding Theophanu argues about her influences and her role in
bringing Byzantine culture to the Ottonian Empire. Most art historians understand her as a figure
that existed as a part of a wider trend of Byzantine influence, like art historian Henry MayrHarting. The late historian and Holy Roman Empire expert Karl Leyser states that both medieval
German and Byzantine scholarship have correctly assumed that Byzantine art and architecture
exerted significant influence on tenth-century Ottonian architecture, but he also states that the
Ottonian administration and government borrowed little from the Byzantine style.5 While this
may be true about Ottonian administration, the Ottonians’ ideology and ceremony were both
influenced by, and intertwined with, the Byzantines’.6 This thesis also builds off of the work of
Phillipe Buc, specifically in his work The Dangers of Ritual: Between Early Modern Texts and

Judith Herrin, “Theophano: Considerations on the Education of a Byzantine Princess,” in Unrivalled Influence:
Women and Empire in Byzantium, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 71.
5
Karl Leyser, Medieval Germany and its Neighbors (London: The Hambledon Press, 1982), page 94.
6
Leyser, Medieval Germany, 90-4. While the Ottonian style of government was centralized in the sense that the
Ottonians had authority that they displayed throughout their empire, it was not geographically centralized, as the
Ottonian administration moved from court to court to settle disputes, make edicts, perform ceremonies, etc. with
ease and little expense. The Byzantine style of geographic centralization made it an effective bureaucracy, but
different from the Ottonian style.
4

3

Social Scientific Theory. Buc exceptionally outlines the ceremony and rhetoric of Liutprand of
Cremona and opens up lines of investigations that this thesis follows. Buc also brings in social
theory to his analysis of ritual and power in the Ottonian Empire, which helps give credence to
the methodology of this thesis.
Scholarship on the Ottonian Empire has focused recently on understanding the Ottonian
state within the realm of international politics. Karl Leyser’s essay titled “The Tenth Century in
Byzantine-Western Relationship” is what allows for any extensive study on the Ottonian
Empire’s relationship to Byzantium, as it organizes a vast body of scholarship regarding the two
states into a comprehensive narrative analysis. Leyser asserts that individuals in the Ottonian
court and administration learned the power of a centralized government through diplomacy with
Cordoba and Constantinople. In contrast, Otto I’s administration ruled with central authority,
while remaining geographically delocalized. He continues that because of the difference in
geographical styles of administration, Byzantine administrative practices did not exert an
influence on the Ottonian administration; however, the Ottonian court wanted to mimic the
sphere of representation, as well as in styles and imagery in the visual arts.7 Leyser’s work
Communication and Power in Medieval Europe: The Carolingian and Ottonian Centuries
provides an informative analysis on the methods the Ottonian rulers, especially Theophanu, used
to govern. Many of the ideas Karl Leyser brings to the discourse of Theophanu can be theorized
further, especially regarding her gender and relationship to the space she inhabits. Another
seminal work this thesis relies on is Kingship and Justice in the Ottonian Empire by Laura
Wangerin. This is by far the most comprehensive analysis on the Ottonian state and the dynamics
within it in English.

7
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One aspect of the historiography this thesis aims to change is commonplace among
twentieth-century historians surrounding Theophanu: imposing value judgements on the
empress’ character. While historians like Odilo Engels and K. Ciggaar have taken steps to
venture away from this approach, they are still participating in academic discourse framed by
these value judgements. It is imperative that historians view Theophanu as a rhetorical and
historical figure, whose life is interesting, but cannot be described as positive or negative.
Above all, this thesis will also participate in the ongoing historical discussion of whether
Theophanu existed as an Ottonian or Byzantine empress, in terms of her style, identity, and
political practices. In the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, historians had come to a
relative consensus that Theophanu existed as a Byzantine ruler in an Ottonian court, and this
gave her some extraordinary prowess as an Ottonian ruler. Simon MacLean rightfully challenges
this notion in his 2017 book Ottonian Queenship, however he takes it a step too far and attempts
to strip away her Byzantine identity and call her almost strictly an Ottonian queen. While much
of his research is vital for the field and invaluable to this thesis, chapters two and three explain
why there should be a middle ground between these two points through the theory of
hybridization.
1.2 Methodology
This thesis seeks to frame the historical figure of Theophanu through an intersectional
lens. This encompasses rejecting the trend in historiography surrounding the empress which
confines her into a box of “Byzantine” or “Ottonian” identity. These identities are constructions,
the validity of which should be reconsidered in the discourse surrounding Theophanu. This thesis
proposes to consider Theophanu in multiple dimensions, so as to avoid the rigid boundaries of
Byzantine and Ottonian identity.

5

This thesis looks to frame Theophanu’s power in the different iterations of political roles
that she held in the Ottonian court. From her consortship to her regency, Theophanu conformed
to an Ottonian political framework, which she consistently transgressed. The first chapter of this
thesis seeks to understand this transgression in the rhetoric and socio-political culture that
surrounded her, both during her life and after her death. The chapter also seeks to understand the
dualism present in the rhetoric of Theophanu’s Byzantine and Ottonian identity. The second
chapter of this thesis seeks to analyze the Ottonian political framework imposed upon
Theophanu in her consortship and regency, and how her political role existed at the intersection
of Byzantines and Ottonian political culture. The third chapter of this thesis will examine
Theophanu at this intersection, but with a gender-focused lens. It will utilize the existing
understand of her gender as a “Byzantine princess” and an “Ottonian queen” to build a new
understanding of the complex gender roles and identity of Theophanu. This thesis will utilize
theories from Henri Lefebvre, Homi Bhabha, and Michel Foucault in order to build up a frame to
understand Theophanu at the intersection of two culture powerhouses of the tenth century.
1.3 Sources and Limitations
To build up a frame of analyzing Theophanu through an intersectional lens, a variety of
primary sources need to be examined. One of the most important types of extant source from the
Ottonian period is charters. Ottonian charters existed in a political culture which did not have an
extensive legal administrative system, and many of them record gifts, commemoratory events,
and grants of land. Theophanu’s name and title appear in dozens of Ottonian charters from the
tenth century, but many of these are outside the scope of this thesis. Theophanu herself did not
write or record these charters directly, but they nevertheless reflect contemporary conceptions of
her political role within the Ottonian regime and can reveal shifts in political culture over time.

6

The more significant charters regarding Theophanu stretch the norms of charters themselves. As
they were some of the only public legal documents in tenth-century Europe, oftentimes more
ambitious ideas and strategies were attached to the charters, effectively recording them8.
In terms of exchange between the Ottonians and Byzantines, there has been much study
in the past century, much of which was compiled by Karl Leyser in Medieval Germany and Its
Neighboring States. This thesis will examine sources relating to Theophanu, as well as broader
concepts of rulership, rhetoric, and ceremony in Byzantium and the Ottonian Empire. It will look
at literature and chronicle accounts that document ceremony or use ceremony as rhetoric, as well
as their authors and patrons, to further examine the influences on ceremonial development.
Liutprand of Cremona is an example of someone who counts as a point of connection between
the Ottonian administration and Constantinople, and an analysis of him and his works will result
in a more in-depth analysis on the relationship of ceremony and rhetoric towards the rulership of
Theophanu.
I have mentioned a few of the primary sources I will be examining in this thesis before,
the most important of which will be Constantine VII”s De Ceremoniis. I will also be looking at
his other text regarding the administration of the empire, De Administrando Imperio, but this is
not as useful because at the time of its compilation, Otto I had not yet been crowned. On the
German side, I will look at Thietmar of Merseburg’s Chronicon, a few of Liutprand of
Cremona’s Ανταποδόσεως and Widukind of Corvey’s Deeds of the Saxons. Thietmar is
exceptionally useful due to his writings about Theophanu, many of which can be contextualized
and theorized through the frames of chapter one and three.

8

Geoffrey Koziol, The Politics of Memory and Identity in Carolingian Royal Diplomas: The West Frankish
Kingdom (840-987) (Turnhout: Brepols, 2012).
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These sources, of course, cannot be taken at face value, and historians have excelled at
reading against the grain to contextualize chroniclers like Thietmar and Liutprand. This thesis
will take them further and read them through theoretical frames in order to better connect them
with one another, as well as this thesis’ subject matter. Rhetorical analysis will be key in
examining these sources, especially in the first chapter which theorizes Theophanu as a rhetorical
figure existing within Ottonian social space. With texts like De Ceremoniis and Ανταποδόσεως, it
is key to stress the prescriptive nature of their descriptions of ceremony. The nature of these texts
existed to describe what ceremony should be, not necessarily how it was actually performed.
Liutprand serves as a crucial point of connection between the two empires, and the NorthernItalian diplomat Liutprand writes extensively on the nature of Constantinople’s culture and
ceremony.
This thesis will also draw upon letters from political figures in the Ottonian Empire or
surrounding Theophanu regarding the empress. Many of these letters are from the usurpation
attempt of Duke Henry the Quarrelsome from 983-5, often showing support for Theophanu or
condemnation of Henry. There are four ivories in total that this thesis will analyze as two sets of
similar works. They will help contextualize Theophanu’s relationship to the arts, and to
Byzantine and Ottonian culture as a whole.

8

CHAPTER 1: EMPRESS THEOPHANU AND BYZANTINE TRANSGRESSION IN
OTTONIAN CEREMONIAL SPACE
Theophanu’s existence at the intersection of Byzantine and Ottonian political culture
requires analysis of the Byzantine and Ottonian cultural influences during this period. The clash
of these two political cultures, alongside Theophanu’s unique relationship with them, created a
dynamic social space in the Ottonian aristocratic sphere surrounding the empress. As some of the
most prominent historians of the Ottonian Empire, Karl Leyser and Timothy Reuter see Ottonian
court culture as a culmination of earlier medieval influences, such as the Carolingians, Romans,
northern medieval peoples, and their Frankish predecessors. The rulers of the Ottonian Empire,
like many other medieval monarchies around them, understood the importance of using historical
precedent to ground their legitimacy claims.9 The fact that both the Ottonian and Byzantine
Empires existed at the same time seems like it would lead to a clash with both understanding that
the other claimed that they were the sole heir to the Roman Empire. This was not the case, as
Arnold Toynbee and Karl Leyser explain how both empires in the tenth century saw themselves
as polities within a geopolitical configuration of other polities, and not coextensive empires with
a divine right to rule humanity.10 Besides their political structures and geographic makeup, one
of the largest differences between these two empires was their view and application of ceremony.
While they both had Christian ceremony that encompassed both political and religious motifs,
their ideology, rhetoric, and spatial aspects were distinctive.
After the death of Otto II, Theophanu inherited a political system very different from
Byzantium, as the Ottonian Empire lacked the political or geographic consolidation of the

9

The Ottonians used the Divine Right of King’s ideal, as well as an appeal to both Roman imperial legacy as well as
to an heiress of Charlemagne to paint themselves as having a legitimate rulership. See Leyser, Communication and
Power, 167.
10
During the Tenth century, we know Constantine Porphyrogenitos understood this through his De Administrando.
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Byzantine Empire.11 Although early historians examined the Ottonian political system as a
Reichskirchensystem, meaning a cohesive top-down political system led by the Ottonian
emperors, Timothy Reuter explains that this idea is not representative of the actual governance
system of the Ottonian Empire.12 In Kingship and Justice in the Ottonian Empire, Reuter
explains that this system certainly existed as an ideal, but some, if not most, members of the
aristocracy refused to subscribe to it.13 This ideal, coupled with Catholicism and German
medieval cultures, shaped the ceremonial space which the imperial court inhabited. How, then,
does Theophanu fit into the ideal of Ottonian identity and ceremonial space? Theophanu was
obviously a complex individual whom historians will never come close to fully understanding
due to a lack of sources. This leads historians to find new and inventive ways to make sense of
one of the most controversial figures in the Ottonian court, and this chapter proposes to analyze
how Theophanu drew on Byzantine influences in this Ottonian setting.
An analysis of Ottonian ideals and ceremonial rhetoric in the empire would not be
complete without examining the concept of Ottonian identity. This idea of Ottonian identity is
peculiar as, like the Byzantines, no one in the empire would have referred to themselves as
“Ottonian.” This notion is an anachronistic abstract concept, but that does not mean it cannot
exist as a useful tool for historians. The nobles and clergy in the empire had no fierce loyalty to
the identity of the imperial court, at least outside of the public sphere. Thus, the idea of an
Ottonian identity was created by the imperial court in order to justify rule, but it relied much
more on personal relationships than any institutional concept of a unifying oneness. This means

11

Leyser, Medieval Germany, 94; Arnold Toynbee, Constantine Poryphyrogenitos and His World (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1973), 373
12
Timothy Reuter, Germany in the Early Middle Ages, c. 800-1056 (Harlow: Longman, 1991), 60. The term
Reichskirchensystem applies to both the states and the clergy. This refers to the conglomeration of power into the
hands of the monarchy and the church, and the distinct relationship between them.
13
Reuter, Germany in the Early Middle Ages, 60.
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that historians must understand and read rhetorical texts and objects commissioned by nobles in
the Ottonian court as pieces intended to perpetuate the superficial concept of Ottonian identity,
which will help in analyzing the role of Theophanu in the rhetoric of Ottonian ceremony.
The purpose of the first chapter of this thesis is to examine Theophanu’s influence in
Ottonian ceremony and rhetoric as a transgression. This will be done through primary source
analysis, examining historians’ understanding of Theophanu and her influence, and theorizing
this through a spatial perspective. Historians in general should broaden their focus to examine
more than just concrete descriptions of ceremony, as they should look at how individuals
navigate their social space.14 Rhetoric and milieu are understated when analyzing the ceremony
of Ottonian and Byzantine rulers.15 The study of ritual can become unproductive when the sole
focus is examining the specific components of court ceremony, costume, ritual, theology, and
other surface level aspects of ceremonial texts from the middle ages. People that are acting out
ritual are performing specific actions routinely, and their physical and ideological environment is
going to affect how, and why they perform these actions. Theophanu is a perfect case study to
prove this, as she is a historical figure that suffers from historians and chroniclers placing
impositions on her character, and the field has failed to examine the mechanisms that force her to
act in the way that she did.
Much of the study of Theophanu recognizes her role as an individual in the Ottonian
court, as historians such as K. Ciggaar and Odilo Engels examine her actions and how they might
have had an effect on the court.16 These two historians have worked diligently to prove that she

14

Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson Smith (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1991),
76-77.
15
Philipe Buc, The Dangers of Ritual: Between Early Medieval Texts and Social Scientific Theory (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2001), 16-17.
16
K. Ciggaar, “Theophanu: An Empress Reconsidered,” in The Empress Theophanu: Byzantium and the West at the
turn of the first millennium (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 49; Odilo Engels, “Theophanu, the
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did bring Byzantine customs to court, something that this thesis builds upon. K. Ciggaar’s
Theophanu: an empress reconsidered analyzes the specific nature of rhetorical criticism and
support surrounding Theophanu in her life as well as posthumously. This chapter attempts to
place Theophanu into the larger historical discourse of the Ottonian perception of Byzantium by
shifting the dialogue away from viewing her as an active agent of Byzantine influence, and
working towards explaining her role instead as a passive agent in influencing Ottonian ceremony
and politics. This will be done by examining her as a symbol, and by analyzing the reactions of
those in the court against her. However, it is important to examine the role of Byzantium and
Orthodox culture in the symbol of Theophanu as it relates to the rhetoric surrounding her.
While it is impossible to decisively say to what extent the Ottonian aristocracy
understood the Byzantine influences in Theophanu, this notion is definitely present in Ottonian
rhetoric surrounding her. The reaction to Theophanu in some ways represents a perception of the
transgression of space. This idea of Theophanu transgressing the space of the Ottonian court will
be different among individuals or factions depending on their alignment in court, or personal
interests. This perception of transgressing boundaries forms a reaction of the Ottonian political
community, which results in damning rhetoric and even rebellion, as was the case when Henry
II, Duke of Bavaria, claimed the role of regent for Otto III.
When we examine ceremonial space, it is important to understand that the space is not
just constructed with the physical objects and people that make it up. This chapter seeks to use
the theory of twentieth century writer Henri Lefebvre, especially his work in The Production of
Space. Lefebvre theorizes that social spaces are constructed by a variety of different factors

Western Empress from the East,” in The Empress Theophanu: Byzantium and the West at the turn of the first
millennium (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 39. K. Ciggaar examines how Theophanu acted as a
“stimulus to introduce eastern customs and thus enhance the prestige of western rulers,” while Odilo Engels
examines how she brought new concepts, taught to her in the east, to the Ottonian government.
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including, but not limited to: objects, people, actions, rituals, performance, relationships,
rhetoric, and environments. Lefebvre argues that these surround the space itself, which is then
pushed by the goals of individuals within the space. He writes:
Traditional historiography assumes that thought can perform cross-sections upon time,
arresting its flow without too much difficulty; its analyses tend to fragment and segment
temporality. In the history of space as such, on the other hand, the historical and
diachronic realms and the generative past are forever leaving their inscriptions upon the
writing-tablet, so to speak, of space.17
Lefebvre’s theory of spatial production proves useful for examining the space of the Ottonian
court, as it is constructed by a variety of factors that lay outside of its physical confines. These
people can include, clerical figures, political or theological ideas, certain influential figures,
rhetorical ideals, individual goals of aristocrats, and so on. A structuralist approach to analyzing
space faces valid criticism, as it maintains a broader examination of how a space operates, and
therefore how the individuals within operate, and cannot capture the minute details and
discrepancies in a specific space. When examining medieval ceremonial spaces, however, this
can be productive for re-imaging a space where primary sources are lacking. This thesis attempts
to understand the constructors of the ceremonial space to try to examine it, because for the most
part these are the only things historians have to work with. It is important to not make the
mistake of saying that people, like Theophanu, had no agency over the ceremonial space in
which they existed. Theophanu acted as an agent and constructor (not in the literal, but indirect
and figurative sense) of ceremonial space, and consciously positioned herself as more important
to the construction of this space, in ways that will be explained by reference to the sources
shortly. Theophanu was present for many ceremonial procedures, a very Byzantine tradition, as
is evident from Engels’ work.18

17
18

Lefebvre. Production of Space, 109.
Engels, “Theophanu,” 38-9.
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This shows how individuals in positions of power do not demand the space to change, or
command the space at their will, but rather their actions and suggestions shift ever so slightly the
goals and construction of a space. While contextualization is an important part in understanding
and analyzing ceremonial space, it is equally as important to understand the outside forces
pushing against it. The general against-the-grain historical approach to textual analysis is
certainly useful, and this thesis relies upon it, however taking this analysis a step further and
placing it within a theoretical framework yields a much more in-depth look at some of the factors
and motivations of Ottonian ceremonial space, as influenced by Theophanu.
With this theory in mind, Liutprand acts as a vital window into the rhetorical construction
of Ottonian ideals regarding Byzantium. How analysis of Liutprand is helpful to historians of
Ottonian ceremony is discussed in depth in Phillipe Buc’s chapter Writing Ottonian Hegemony.19
Buc details the caution that historians should take when examining medieval ceremony, and it is
important to examine Liutprand’s ceremony within their context. Buc specifically examines
Liutprand as having a severe bias against threats to Ottonian hegemony in Italy, especially the
Bavarians, the Swabians, Berengar II of Friuli, Hugh of Arles, and the Byzantines.20 Buc
explains “But [Liutprand] especially aimed at Byzantine emperors as well as at two rival royal
kindreds… leaving aside Byzantium, this chapter will examine the dichotomous opposition
between Saxon and Italian rulers,” leaving a hole in his analysis of Liutprand’s view of
Byzantine rite that this thesis aims to fill. 21 To fill this gap in scholarship, this chapter examines
similarities in the rhetoric and ideology of ceremony described in Liutprand’s Ανταποδόσεως and
that of Constantine VII’s De Ceremoniis.

19

Buc, The Dangers of Ritual, 16-18.
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One of the major ceremonies that Liutprand uses is the ceremony of adventus, or the
arrival ceremony. The geographical differences of the Byzantine and Ottonian courts constituted
a major distinction between their political structure. Since the Ottonian court traveled from city
to city, the adventus ceremony reflects this.22 In Byzantium, however, ceremonies of arrival were
enacted mostly in terms of individuals or groups arriving in the imperial capital of
Constantinople. A detailed reading of Liutprand must reflect this when examining his rhetoric
surrounding Constantine VII. The importance of the adventus implies a great deal about the
social space of the Ottonian court, which Buc examines in detail.23 This repeated performance of
eccentric arrivals reflects on the Ottonian court’s wishes to display dominance in an empire
without a capital. This importance to the arrival ceremony also helps us to understand how the
social space of the Ottonian court responded to the arrival of Theophanu in the spring of 972.
This brings us back to the issue of transgression in space. The arrival of a foreign
princess and a perceived transgression against the sanctity of imperial or ceremonial space
shaped the image of Theophanu in her time as well as posthumously. Liutprand’s imposed
significance on the idea of the arrival ceremony gives historians an insight into how Ottonian
rhetoric created space and arrivals into space. To fully understand what this means for the
constructions and perceptions of Ottonian and Byzantine spaces found in rhetoric, an analysis of
Liutprand’s Ανταποδόσεως is necessary to contextualize the image of Theophanu as a Byzantine
princess. Although Liutprand died shortly before Theophanu married Otto II in 972, his writing
is vital to this study because it can help explain the rhetoric surrounding Byzantium prevalent in
the Ottonian court during the time in which Theophanu arrived, and theorizing Liutprand into the
idea of ceremonial space is the foundation for understanding her transgression.
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All historians agree that Liutprand’s account must be handled with caution, but to what
degree remains unclear. Arnold Toynbee, an earlier twentieth-century Byzantine historian,
contextualizes Liutprand’s criticisms of Byzantine ceremony with his being hired by the
Ottonian court to argue that Liutprand secretly recognized Byzantine culture as superior to his
own. He provides little, if any, evidence to support this assertion, and by most accounts it is
unlikely to be true; Liutprand was a product of his Northern Italian Catholic culture, and likely
remained dissuaded by Byzantine imperial rite, even though aspects of Byzantine culture may
have impressed him. However, Liutprand gives historians a great window into viewing how the
Ottonian court, which he received patronage from, perceived and constructed space and the
importance of entering imperial spaces. Theophanu becomes important as she was seen as
transgressing space because she was foreign, and was perceived, to some degree, as importing a
Byzantine or Greek culture.24 One of the biggest external constructors of Ottonian ceremonial
space within the context of Theophanu is Byzantine ceremonial and political prescriptions. We
cannot understand the importance of Byzantine prescriptions on Ottonian ceremonial space if we
do not theoretically understand how Theophanu fits into the space as an “agent of influence.”
Liutprand’s rhetoric surrounding the adventus ceremony relates to Theophanu as
Liutprand uses it to subvert Byzantine ceremony. A major part of Byzantine ceremony was
displaying the superior nature of Constantinopolitan culture over other existing states. This is
related to Constantine’s view of the Byzantine Empire as a state among states, and this shifts the
nature of some ceremonies away from displaying divine right to rule over all and towards
displaying the superior nature of Byzantine culture. Two ceremonial examples of this come from
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Liutprand’s Ανταποδόσεως and Constantine Porphyrogenitos’ De Ceremoniis. Liutprand
includes an example of the ceremony that ensued when foreign diplomats arrived:
The throne of the emperor was built with skill in such a way that at one instant it was
low, then higher, and quickly it appeared most lofty; and lions of immense size (though it
was unclear if they were of wood or brass, they were certainly coated of gold) seemed to
guard him, and, striking the ground with their tails, they emitted a roar with mouths
opening and tongues flickering.25
This passage reveals an important insight into how Constantinopolitan ceremony was supposed
to work (even though Liutprand maintained that he was immune to its charms because of
foreknowledge). The material objects within the arrival ceremony, which were normally
supposed to represent the theology and craftmanship of the culture that included them, were now
imbued with special, seemingly supernatural powers. When a foreign diplomat arrived at the
emperor’s palace, they were made to be intimidated before a superior culture, with golden trees,
hydraulic engine thrones, and roaring mechanical lions displaying the power and provenance of
Byzantine culture. Liutprand’s perspective provides a different one from Constantine’s, as
Liutprand’s comes from a cynical outsider who had plenty of criticisms of Constantinopolitan
ceremony.
This understanding of Liutprand must be applied when reading the Ανταποδόσεως, as
even the passages where he seems to praise ceremony must be scrutinized to a healthy degree. In
Book 6 of Ανταποδόσεως, Liutprand describes a Christmas feast ceremony in what, at face value,
seem like awed and complimentary terms. After Liutprand had been received in the imperial
palace, he dined with the emperor at some point during the 12 days of Christmas. Liutprand
describes that the ceremony took place in the δεκαεννέα (the nineteen-table dining room in the
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imperial palace reserved for special feasts), and how there were a variety of dancers and acts at
the feast, only one of which was spectacular enough for him to include.26
Finally, I omit the shows I saw there, since it is a very long thing to write about; but one
alone, on account of its astonishing quality, it will not be unpleasant to insert here. There
enters some fellow, sustaining on his forehead without the help of his hands a wooden
pole that is twenty-four and more feet long, which had, a cubit below its tip, a crosspiece
two cubits long. Then two naked boys were led in, but girt with short knickers, that is,
wearing brief costumes, who climbed up the wooden pole and played around there, and
then, clambering back down it with their heads turned upside-down.27
On the surface, it appears that Liudprand is complimenting a wonderfully performed show at a
Christmas feast. This passage must be scrutinized, however, and examined under the context
provided by Buc that Liutprand was highly critical of Byzantine ceremony. This passage is
reminiscent of Tacitus’ description of the Germani, where the author is using a “barbaric” or
“lewd” description to understand the described population as lesser. Historians should be much
more cautioned when examining Liutprand’s testimony of Constantine VII, as earlier historians
such as Arnold Toynbee describe Liutprand as demonstrating near reverence for the emperor.28
While Liutprand certainly is much kinder to him in rhetoric than in his other descriptions of
Emperor John I Tzimiskes (r. 969-76) and Romanos I (920-44), it is likely that some of these
descriptions are included to show cultural inferiority. In a period where ceremony was used to
display historic continuation and legitimacy by both the Byzantine and the Ottonian Court,
authors like Liutprand levied harsh criticisms of the ceremony of their Roman adversaries.29 The
above passage is part of his literary criticism of Byzantine ceremony, as he is implying that the
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Byzantine arrival ceremony during the Christmas feast had little to do with the political and
religious foundations of ceremony.30
Liutprand’s description in itself is an inversion of the adventus ceremony, as the above
passage explains how Liutprand is critical of Constantine VII. Buc comes up with the argument
of adventus inversion of Byzantine ceremony in Ανταποθόσεος with Liutprand’s description of
Romanos.31 Liutprand is describing the only ceremony of his Christmas feast as an arrival into
the δεκαεννέα by naked boys dancing in exotic fashion, outside of any religious capacity. This
inversion of Byzantine ceremony shows that Liutprand, even when describing the Byzantine
emperor he finds most tasteful, he still criticizes Byzantine ceremony. Liutprand represents a key
figure in a viewpoint among some Ottonian nobles and literati that held Byzantine and Greek
ceremony in contempt.
Liutprand of Cremona’s account suggests that there was a strong anti-Byzantineceremony faction among Ottonian nobles. By anti-Byzantine-ceremony faction, I am referring to
a faction of literary and political elites that used the image of Byzantium to support the
legitimacy of the Ottonian government as the Roman Empire.32 This movement, if it could be
called that, sought to understand Byzantium as barbaric and less religiously correct than the
western Roman (Catholic) Church which bishops like Liutprand were a part of. This exclusive
attitude shows the perceptions that make up the transgressive nature of Theophanu in Ottonian
ceremony. Both the Byzantine and exotic nature of Theophanu’s existence as an empress became
entwined with the deriding rhetoric of Liutprand. This is not to say that the entirety of the
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Ottonian political community saw Theophanu as an outsider who polluted ceremonial space, as
there were other factions in the Ottonian political sphere that advocated for seeing Byzantium as
a political companion, and sought to ally themselves with Theophanu, even if for personal gain.33
This level of disrespect towards the legitimacy of the opposing court is not unique to the
Ottonian Empire, as Byzantine elites held similar views to their Saxon contemporaries.34 The delegitimizing ideas of both empires towards each other cannot simply be chalked up to the fact
that both claimed to be the Roman Empire, as there were a variety of other factors at play.
Religious and cultural differences, as well as a perceived otherness between the two empires,
would have also significantly played into these deriding ideals which materialized in rhetoric that
barbarized the other empire. This sort of rhetoric can be seen most clearly in the ceremonial
prescriptions of Constantine VII’s De Ceremoniis. As stated before, Theophanu in ceremonial
space was influenced by Byzantine ceremonial prescriptions, and so this thesis will examine
rhetoric in this text that can help explain the intertwined nature of a shared Roman history with
barbarization rhetoric.
The best example of this is a rite that Constantine VII documents in De Ceremoniis
which he titles the “Gothic Game,” a Christmas tradition that is to take place on the ninth day of
the advent. This game includes two men, from the Byzantine sports teams the “Blues” and
“Greens” who dress up like Gothic men and cause an uproar during the Christmas feast. The
Gothic Game ceremonial event highlights how Byzantine ceremony utilized other cultures to use
as barbarians to display cultural superiority. It is important, as well, to understand the Goths
place in Roman history, as a rhetorical understanding of the Gothic game is not complete without
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any analysis of the context of the perceptions of Goths in Roman history and rhetoric. The
description of the “Gothic Game” in De Ceremoniis is as follows:
What is necessary to observe at the supper in the Hall of the nineteen couches for what is
called the Gothic game[:] On the ninth of the twelve days of Christmas, when the rulers
are seated at the supper, which is also called the Vintage Supper, those who are going to
play the Gothic game stand at the two entrances of the great Hall of the Nineteen couches
as follows. On the left side, where the droungarios of the fleet also stands in attendance,
the instructor of the faction of the Blues stands along with a few demesmen and the
pandori-players with their pandouris, and behind him two Goths, wearing furs turned
inside out and masks of various forms, and carrying shields in their left hand and staffs in
their right. Likewise, too, on the right side, where the droungarios of the Watch also
stands in attendance, the instructor of the faction of the Greens stands along with a few
demesmen and the pandori players with their pandouris,35 and behind him two Goths,
wearing furs turned inside out and masks of various forms, and carrying shields in their
left hand and staffs in their right. After the departure of the juggling troupe, when the
ruler gives the command to the steward of the table for them to be led in, immediately the
steward of the table gives the order to the archon in charge of the entertainment, and he
goes out and urges the Goths to go in. Running in and striking their shields with their
staffs which they carry, and causing an uproar, they recite “Toul toul!” Saying this
repeatedly, they go near the imperial table, to within a short distance, and there, joining
together, they all make a circular formation, some enclosed inside the circle and others
circling around outside.36
The “Gothic Game” is important to understanding how fetishization and Roman identity
intersected in Byzantine ceremony. The Goths and Vandals existed as an important symbol of
barbarism in Roman culture since the sacks of 410 and 455. The fetishization of a “barbaric”
culture that was so intertwined with Roman history represented a ceremony that had made a
mockery or spectacle of the perceived dark history of Western Rome. Since there has been no
historiography on the “Gothic Game,” I suggest that the Goths rushing to the emperor in barbaric
fashion and circling him represents the Gothic sack of Rome. The “Gothic Game” utilizes
costume such as inside-out furs and masks, while describing the Goths as causing an uproar to
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make a spectacle of them. Due to Constantine VII’s extensive knowledge of Roman history as
displayed in De Adminsitrando, it is more than likely that he possessed a great understanding of
the Gothic sack of Rome. This kind of fetishization of Roman history is not seen in the recorded
ceremonies of the Ottonian court, but fetishization of Byzantine and Greeks in Ottonian
ceremony and rhetoric is, especially in Liutprand’s description of the Christmas ceremony during
his reception with Constantine VII.37
This kind of fetishization of perceived barbaric cultures, especially ones that have a rich
history with the empire, leads to a conclusion that this ceremony is a mix of mockery, spectacle,
fetishization, and an echo of Gothic cultural assimilation into Roman society. The Gothic game
exhibits a cultural attitude of superiority, but also shows cultural inclusion. This game, although
through a Byzantine perspective, provides a new frame of analysis for examining the Ottonian
view of Byzantium and Byzantine works.
Theophanu’s reception at the Ottonian court came at a time when Byzantine imperial
objects placed among Ottonian and Carolingian objects became popular among the nobility in
Saxony and Italy. Many art historians, such as Susannah Fisher, view the inclusion of Byzantine
ivories in Ottonian ceremonial objects as either part of a legitimization campaign, or as exoticism
or fetishization of an eastern culture.38 Both of these hypotheses are, in part, both correct and
incorrect; the former hypothesis misses the problematic relationship between the two empires
and their contest of legitimacy, while the latter discounts the intertwined nature of their political
and ideological identities.
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Instead, this thesis theorizes that Liutprand’s criticism of Byzantine ceremony and the
Ottonian ceremonial use of Byzantine imagery in objects existed in the same ceremonial space.
These two competing ideas show the broad rhetoric of the Ottonian view of Byzantium in
imperial space as similar to the rhetoric of the “Gothic Game,” as the Ottonians recognized,
fetishized, but ultimately criticized an empire with which they had an intertwined history. The
Ottonian ceremonial view was not, obviously, a finite imposition on all, but aspects of this view
were prevalent in various constructors of the imperial space. These ideas, however, were not
actively planned in advance, but rather developed over time with an influence of new ideas and
individual actors within the space. This space works similarly to the example of Venice which
Lefebvre uses to explain this phenomenon, as he writes, “Venice is indeed a unique space, a true
marvel. But is it a work of art? No, because it was not planned in advance. It was born of the sea,
but gradually, and not, like Aphrodite, in an instant.”39 This theory can help explain the complex
development of Ottonian ceremonial and political space, as there are a variety of historical
symbols and dialectics that leave an imprint on imperial space. The title of “Augustus,” the
importance of the city of Rome, and idea of wielding imperium – all of these concepts formed
part of the legacy of imperial Rome and imprinted themselves onto Ottonian ceremonial space.40
As well, the ideas, rituals and rhetoric of the Carolingian Empire also played a major part in
constructing the framework of Ottonian space. So how exactly does Byzantine culture fit into
this space? Most historians agree that the Ottonian rulers gave some significance to the
diplomatic relationship between the empire and Byzantium. If this were not the case Otto II
would not have married Theophanu in the first place.
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This explanation serves for historians to better understand Theophanu’s place as an
influencer of Ottonian art and ceremony. While Theophanu herself commissioned works and
impacted the Ottonian ceremonial space, she ultimately brought legitimacy questions to the
forefront of Ottonian politics, resulting in a backlash seen in the works of Thietmar of
Merseberg, and Odilo of Cluny. This can help explain why Theophanu’s memory was so jaded
against her in Ottonian chronicles and political life, as she was seen in her lifetime as originating
from an important yet inferior culture. This again can be explained by the concept of
transgression: I would argue that rhetoricians who thought like Liutprand saw Theophanu, a
figure which the symbol of Byzantine culture was imprinted upon, entering Ottonian space, and
interpreted her as violating the cultural norms of this space.
Liutprand represents an early idea of the concept of the barbarizing of Byzantium in
Ottonian ceremonial and political ideology (especially since he was writing during a time of
political disagreement within Italy between Byzantium and the Ottonian Empire).41 Theophanu’s
transgression can then be understood as a critical turning point for this rhetoric to become more
entrenched in the Ottonian political view of Byzantium, seen in Thietmar’s Chonicon in his view
of the Greeks. With Theophanu occupying such a large role in ceremony, with Odilo Engels
explaining the various changes she made to her role as empress, she certainly would have been a
polarizing figure. The aforementioned Thietmar writes in his Chronicon, “Although of the fragile
sex, her [Theophanu’s] modesty, conviction, and manner of life were outstanding, which is rare
in Greece.”42 Here, Thietmar maintains piety through complementing Theophanu, while
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throwing quips at her homeland. This constitutes one recorded reaction to the transgression of
Ottonian ceremonial and rhetorical space.
To understand what this meant for Theophanu’s influence on the Ottonian ceremonial
space, I will now refer back to Lefebvre’s theory of spatial construction. This is especially
relevant when taking David Warner’s words from Ceremony of Adventus into consideration, as
he explains that ceremony had an active, rather than passive, influence on Ottonian culture.
Theophanu entered an Ottonian space that was divided in how it viewed Byzantium, Greekness,
and Byzantine ideas of ceremony. The space was then shifted with the notion of Theophanu’s
transgression, especially in her role as the ceremonial head of this space, the empress; but rather
than actively seeking to influence ceremony and going through with physical changes she rather
served as an agent of influence through the actions of others reacting to her transgression. Her
position as a “Greek” transgressor of space in ceremony would be just as influential for the
mechanisms of fetishization and unrecognition of Byzantine claims to influence the court. This
shows that Theophanu’s proximity to the Ottonian court allowed for ideas like Liutprand’s to
cement themselves in Ottonian political culture, which can help explain the lack of diplomatic
ties between later rulers like Henry II (1014-24) and Byzantium.
Taking the context of Roman-ness and Italian control that was being fought over between
Byzantium and Ottonian nobles and intellectuals, this can help explain why historians around
Theophanu’s time, like Thietmar of Merseburg, showed so little appreciation for her and the
“Greeks” during the period of Ottonian rule, and how Theophanu herself arguably functioned as
a cultural transgressor of the Ottonian courtly space. Italy became an extremely important area,
as discussed in Levi Roach’s article “The Ottonians and Italy.” Roach explains that Italy became
the seat of coronation and nuptial ceremonies in the empire, such as Theophanu and Otto II’s
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wedding in St. Peter’s Basilica, the significance of which was tied into the significance of the
new Imperial administration and court structure under the Ottonians. 43This leads to many
historical questions about Theophanu’s diplomatic presence in the Ottonian Empire as well as
her relationship with Italy and Byzantium that will be addressed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 2: HYBRIDITY AND THE POLITICS OF POWER BETWEEN BYZANTIUM
AND THE OTTONIAN COURT
This thesis seeks to understand how Theophanu wielded power through multiple lenses,
considering the various cultural backgrounds and customs that she experienced and that
contemporaries projected onto her. In this chapter, the way in which Theophanu’s identity and
behavior appeared “hybrid” – displaying, or being constructed from, elements from both the
Ottonian and Byzantine settings – will be explored. Recent scholarship has shifted the focus of
Theophanu’s power away from the Byzantine tradition and towards the tradition of Ottonian
queenship. Vital to this shift is Simon Maclean, whose argument utilizes a variety of primary
sources to explain Theophanu’s performance as part of a lineage of Ottonian queens. He asserts
that “[t]ypically, her career is explained with reference to Byzantine tradition, regarded as a kind
of advanced alien technology teleported into the core of Western politics to create a
supercharged version of Ottonian queenship.”44 MacLean goes on to note that assertions
regarding Theophanu’s use of Byzantine tradition during her imperial career hold credence,
especially when considering the discourse surrounding her regency during the succession crisis
of 983-85. Maclean also accepts the idea that Theophanu is shaped by her early upbringing and
education but goes on to argue that the biggest influence on her career is the Ottonian court.
Throughout the chapter, Maclean goes back and forth on the extent to which Byzantine traditions
play a role in Theophanu’s performance as both consort and regent, while alluding to the fact
that the discourse itself is too nuanced to make a definite statement.
Building on Maclean, but avoiding this sharp Byzantine-Ottonian dichotomy, this chapter
seeks to analyze Ottonian charters and letters, as well as Byzantine sources, in order to examine
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the framework of power that Theophanu inherited, and to what extent her navigation and
transcendence of this framework can be viewed as Byzantine or Ottonian. This chapter will use
the concept of hybridity as a lens through which Theophanu’s utilization of her power and role
provided to her by the Ottonian state can be understood as Byzantine-inspired through an
Ottonian framework, without stemming “purely” or “wholly” from either of these spheres.
The hybridization of Theophanu’s role can only be understood by first assessing her role
in the Ottonian court. Maclean’s work on Theophanu as an Ottonian queen will function as a
starting point for the hybridization argument as Maclean frames Theophanu as an Ottonian
queen, and places her in a lineage of, and tradition of performance by, Ottonian queens. The shift
away from simply considering Theophanu as a “Byzantine queen” found in Maclean’s work
helps historians to understand the Ottonian aspect of her political identity. Maclean’s work is
essential for the argument of hybridity of Theophanu’s identity, as before historians rarely, if
ever, focused on Theophanu as an exemplar of Ottonian queenly ideals. This chapter will take
the next step, however, and frame her as a hybrid to bring her complex and nuanced relationship
to her identity and these two imperial ideologies to the forefront of historical discussion.
The framework of Theophanu’s power as consort can best be understood by two charters,
the marriage charter produced for her and Otto II’s coronation in 972, and a land grant that
provided the consort lands in Saxony two years later. The former document frames the power for
Theophanu as an imperial consort, indicated by the document’s decorated purple parchment and
gold writing.45 Additionally, the marriage charter contains a list of dower lands granted to
Theophanu, described as “imperial estates worthy of her majesty…. Because it is known that
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they belonged to our grandmother Lady Mathilda, who is forever and ever Augusta.”46 The
powers and political framework outlined to Theophanu in these two documents focuses on a
continuation of Ottonian precedent from Mathilda, as explicitly mentioned in the dower grant.
This charter presents her with minor possessions across the empire, from the Netherlands to
Italy, granting her a power foothold in Ottonian politics. The land grant from 974 gave
Theophanu five possessions in Thuringia: “Ekiniuuach, Frioda, Mulenhusa, Tutinsoda, Sletheim
in regione Turingia [Eschwege, Frieda, Mühlhausen, Tutsinsoda and Schlotheim in the region of
Thuringia].”47 This grant, while providing her additional lands in the heart of the empire, close to
Saxony, also refers to the empress as “coimperatrici augustae nec non imperii regnorumque
consorti [consort and co-empress, who shared the empire and the kingdoms].”48 These land
grants are significant in that the possessions were consolidated in Thuringia, next to Saxony, and
provided her with a substantial power base in the geographic center of the empire. The Ottonians
were a Saxon dynasty, and the grants of land two years into her consortship highlight that
Theophanu was being vested with power as a Saxon ruler, connecting her to the rest of the Saxon
line.
This legitimized Theophanu as an Ottonian ruler; while she may have been more active in
imperial affairs than previous consorts, she was ultimately functioning within the Ottonian
framework imposed upon her. After Otto II died in 983 and Theophanu came out of the
succession crisis led by Duke Henry the Quarrelsome in 985, she broke out of her traditional
style of Ottonian queenship. Theophanu successfully put down Duke Henry’s revolt, giving her a
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claim of traditional Ottonian kingship, of which being a warrior-king was a significant part.49
Theophanu putting down the revolt can be understood as a sort of war waged against Henry II,
which functioned as a campaign to consolidate her power. Her popularity and support against
Henry II spanned the empire, and extended beyond it. This can be seen in a letter from Gerbert of
Aurillac ̶ a French abbot and tutor of Otto II who would later become pope Sylvester II - to an
Ottonian noblewoman at Theophanu’s court in January/February of 984: “[a]pproach my Lady
Theophanu in my name to inform her that the kings of the French [Lothar and Louis V] are well
disposed towards her son, and that she should attempt nothing but the destruction of Henry’s
tyrannical scheme, for he desires to make himself king under the pretext of guardianship.”50 This
letter shows that her elite supporters reached across the domestic sphere of Ottonian politics to
garner support for the empress, resulting in an effective consolidation of power.
This consolidation of power is what allowed Theophanu to become a hybrid empress.51
The hybridity of Theophanu is evident in her utilization of the Ottonian political framework,
while also remaining connected to Byzantine culture, and eventually using the Byzantine
framework. This chapter will look at the Byzantine cultural and political influences on
Theophanu, and where these are evident, in order to highlight the importance of her using
Byzantine and Ottonian political precedent to make a powerful political ploy in Italy towards the
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end of her life. To understand the hybridity of Theophanu’s political framework, an examination
of the difference in Byzantine and Ottonian political structure will be made.
To understand her utilization of Byzantine precedent, this chapter will first examine her
ability to promote Byzantine culture through her available political powers, mainly patronage.
Historians and art historians have come to a consensus that the late tenth and early eleventh
centuries were a dynamic and defining moment for the Ottonian, and later Holy Roman Empire ̶
especially in terms of its cultural relationship to Byzantium. Henry Mayr-Harting explains that
the period when Theophanu existed in Ottonian public space was a time in which Byzantine art
had a major influence over Ottonian culture and material objects. He does, however, question the
extent to which Theophanu directly influenced this, arguing that she cannot be seen as a terminus
a quo of Byzantine influence on the arts. He supports this by arguing that “[s]everal churches
had Greek contacts, some of them through Rome or South Italy, before Theophanu’s arrival or
independently of it.” 52 This argument highlights how historians have misplaced Theophanu in
the context of this turbulent and shifting period in Ottonian culture: historians should not argue
about whether she functioned as a director of this shift in Ottonian culture or not, but rather what
her relationship to this shift was. The makeup of Theophanu’s power was complex, but it was
certainly not able to dictate Ottonian culture. There were plenty of other points of contact
between the Byzantine and Ottonian Empires that could lead to cultural exchange and influence.
This thesis will attempt to shift the discourse towards understanding how this period ̶ as a
defining moment in Ottonian culture ̶ formulated Theophanu’s unique identity. In turn, she
began to formulate a legacy that reciprocally shaped the dynamic culture which defined her
hybridity.
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To begin, an analysis of Theophanu’s uniquely Byzantine contributions to
Ottonian culture is necessary. By “uniquely Byzantine,” I am referring to the parts of
Theophanu’s queenship and social milieu that existed as products of her Byzantine upbringing.
This will begin with an assessment of her relationship to and patronage of Byzantine inspired
material culture. Theophanu both gave, and received, Byzantine cultural impositions from the
Ottonian social space she existed in. To illustrate this point, this paper will examine two pairs of
Byzantine ivories associated with Theophanu. The first pair represents what Theophanu’s
Byzantine style and upbringing gave to the Ottonian cultural space. This pair consists of two
ivory carvings ̶ commissioned approximately forty years apart ̶ the first of which being the
ivory carving of Christ blessing Otto II and Theophanu (figure 1, 982/3). Wixom explains the
political role of the Otto and Theophanu ivory, writing in Byzantine Art and the West “the ivory
appears to represent both Eastern and Western imperial claims (as suggested by the title Augusta)
by utilizing Christ’s blessing for political objectives.”53 Outside of the common use of Christ’s
blessing as propaganda for justification of monarchic rule, Wixom also explores the political
connotations of this piece’s patronage. Contemporary art historians believe that John Philagathos
commissioned the piece, and he can be seen kneeling under Otto in the ivory.54 In 988,
Theophanu appointed John Philagathos as Bishop of Piacenza and granted him the title of
magister camerae in Italy.55 Art historians have pointed out that this piece bears striking
resemblance to the second ivory carving in this pair, the Romanos and Eudochia Ivory,
commissioned by Constantine VII (figure 2, 945-9). An analysis of these two objects shows the
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Byzantine influence evident in the commissioning of the Theophanu ivory, and it is very possible
Theophanu herself might have brought over an ivory to serve as an inspiration. This piece,
heavily related to the agency of Theophanu as an empress, serves the purpose of highlighting
how Theophanu gave specific Byzantine cultural aesthetics to the Ottonian cultural space, which
were in turn “Ottonianized.” This process represents a hybrid object, one that is not inherently
Byzantine or Ottonian, but whose identity rests upon blurred lines of culture.
Theophanu’s Byzantine contributions to her cultural milieu, and their hybridization,
contributed to the hybridization of the empress herself ̶ both as a living ruler and as a rhetorical
one constructed in the chronicles and charters drawn up by contemporaries. The next pair in this
theoretical exercise is another set of ivory icons, the first of which being the Icon with the
Meeting in the Garden and the Anastasis (figure 3, mid-10th century).56 Art historian Annemarie
Carr explains that this icon was part of a templon set that was housed in a chapel built for
Theophanu in Bamberg.57 This ivory was likely created in a workshop during the reign of
Constantine VII; this is evident in its extreme similarity to the next ivory in this pair, the Dresden
Ivory (figure 4, mid-10th century).58 The placing of Byzantine styled icons in spaces dedicated to
Theophanu highlights the return of Byzantine cultural imposition onto the empress. A Byzantine
ivory, created in Constantinople, was displayed in a church dedicated to her rule as an Ottonian
Empress, showcasing the theoretical rebound of hybridity onto the social and rhetorical role of
Theophanu.
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To understand the hybridity of Theophanu’s political framework, an examination of the
difference in Byzantine and Ottonian political structure will be made. To support this, this
chapter will now look towards the tenth-century Byzantine military manual: the Sylloge
Tacticorum. This manual exists as a guide for generalship in Byzantium, and lists a variety of
traits that the general must encompass including “1) pious; and also 2) fair; 3) truthful; 4)
prudent and not devoted to self-indulgence; 5) firm and undaunted, and brave and courageous; 6)
both cunning and sharp-witted; 7) patient and able to bear hardship; 8) open to counsel; 9)
generous and indifferent to money.”59 This list highlights the extent to which Byzantine
generalship ̶ intertwined heavily with the nature of politics and political office ̶ existed as a
constantly reaffirmed and reinforced ideology stemming from a program of power justification
that evolved over hundreds of years. Byzantine military manuals, like the Sylloge Tactitorum,
were commissioned by emperors.60 The Emperors therefore helped to shape, through these
commissions and compilations, the concepts of Byzantine generalship and rulership. This
manual highlights an even greater contrast in Ottonian and Byzantine political cultures, that of
institutionalization. While the Byzantines utilized legislation often to shape their more
centralized empire, the Ottonian court used very little and instead relied on diplomas, personal
relationships, local networks, and ecclesiastical foundations to project their power.
Constantine VII’s De Administrando also provides a helpful window into the specifics of
Byzantine imperial and political structure and protocol. This text reveals to historians the extent
that Constantine VII valued historical context for understanding diplomatic ties with other
nations. This idea of the Byzantine imperial office constantly imposing striation upon itself did
not exist nearly to the same extent in the Ottonian imperial administration, as the Ottonian
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government reinforced its legitimacy by utilizing the symbolic rhetoric of the Carolingian
Empire and the classical past. In chapter twenty-seven, Constantine writes his ethnographic
political survey about the “province of Lombardy and the principalities and governorships
therein.”61 He begins by analyzing the ancient history of the region and its relationship to the
Roman Empire by writing:
In ancient times the whole domain of Italy, both Naples and Capua and Beneventum,
Salerno and Amalfi and Gaëta and all of Lombardy was in the possession of the Romans,
I mean, when Rome was the imperial capital. But after the seat of empire was removed to
Constantinople, all these territories were divided into two governments, and therefore two
patricians used to be dispatched by the emperor in Constantinople.62
Here, Constantine is employing an exercise in examining the historical conditions of the Italian
peninsula in his prescriptive text for the imperial administration. The emperor is imposing the
historiographical concept of a Roman identity on the peninsula by explaining its Roman heritage
as the bulk of his survey; this chapter mainly deals with the historical conditions of the region of
Lombardy as it relates to the classical Roman Empire and its history. Constantine is imposing
Byzantine political ideals onto the region of Lombardy. This conscious understanding of the
importance of the historical concepts imposed on Italy is not just seen in Constantine VII’s work,
but also in the kingship of the Ottonian emperors, including Theophanu.
Italy not only held significant importance at the Byzantine court, but also at the Ottonian
one. Levi Roach outlines the conceptualization of Italy in relationship with the Ottonian concept
of Roman identity. Roach develops this idea when explaining the rise of Otto I to power:
“[w]hile Otto often had more pressing matters to attend to, he had already shown an interest in
Rome and empire. The continuing importance of Italy in this connection can be seen from the
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fact that all subsequent decisions concerning Magdeburg—Otto’s future resting place and
something of a pet project—were made in the region, at the Ravenna synods of 967 and 968.”63
Roach asserts that Otto had placed Roman identity and concepts of empire on the backburner but
is careful to not downplay them. This can be contrasted forty years later with the rule of Otto III,
who placed great importance on fully developing an ideology that explains the Ottonians as
Roman emperors with imperial power. Roach illustrates that Ottonian queens had always been
invested in Italy, and Theophanu was only different in that she became fully involved in Italian
politics later in her reign as regent.64
Karl Leyser analyzes Theophanu’s utilization of power in this context, and this thesis will
build upon his analysis. Leyser explains that Theophanu intervened in government a total of
seventy-six times ̶ at least that we have record of ̶ which shows her as having a very active role
in government during the reign of her husband.65 Leyser detects a faint Byzantine influence in
Theophanu’s use of imperial power, but is unable to point out any major trends outside of certain
ways that she stylized herself in her role as imperatrix or augusta.66 Theophanu’s hybridity
became paramount during her waning years, especially during 990. In late 989, the empress
decided to undertake a major political ploy to wrestle control of Italy, and to a major extent the
political court, away from Adelheid by venturing into Italy. When she arrived in Italy, she
displayed excessive power, in ways that drew on both the Ottonian and Byzantine political
frameworks while truly being in neither, to become a hybrid empress.
Her hybrid assertion of power was successful, as Maclean even notes that some of
Adelheid’s magisters fled in anticipation of Theophanu’s arrival. Luckily, three charters that
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were produced as a result of this trip survive, which highlight Theophanu’s consolidation of
hybrid power. The first charter from January of 990 labels her as augusta in a confirmation for
the monastery of San Vincezo al Volturno. While the terminology of augusta holds minor
importance, the charter is still in the name of Otto III, highlighting that she was deriving power
and legitimacy from her son. This changed two months later, as Theophanu oversaw a judicial
hearing “on the orders of Lady Theophanu,” without any mention of her son.67 This is especially
significant as Michel Foucault explains medieval judicial proceedings as existing by the
authority of a king or religious entity.68 The judicial proceeding was taking place on behalf of the
will of Theophanu, and not that of Otto III, which shows a political audacity: the empress was
willing to base her power off her own authority.
Her grounding and mastery of Ottonian queenship was paramount to her power grab, as
without a significant reputation for being an Ottonian ruler, Ottonian nobles would not take these
claims seriously.69 She went even further a month later in a confirmation charter of Farfa at
Ravenna, when she visited in response to a complaint by Abbot John of Farfa in 990. She drafted
a charter granting a church to the abbey but included what Leyser names a “sanctions clause.”70
Leyser describes this clause as “any inhabitant, great or small, ‘of our empire’ acting against ‘our
investiture of mundeburdium’, would be compelled by ‘our imperial command’ to make
composition with 100 pounds of the best gold.” 71 This charter also refers to the empress as
“Theophanius emperor by divine grace,” a powerful and revealing statement which will be more
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formally discussed in the following chapter.72 Maclean asserts that this bold power grab, and
reference to the Byzantine political structure, was a Byzantine-style ploy for power in Ravenna, a
historical center of Byzantine influence in Italy.73 This Byzantine ploy was for Ottonian
audiences in Italy who would have known about Byzantine history and precedent, which
presented Theophanu as a hybrid authority.
Theophanu utilized her diplomatic abilities to resolve internal conflict not just to deal
with revolts, but also to sideline political opponents, namely Adelheid. Her public
encouragement of Byzantine culture and utilization of Byzantine precedent helped outline her
Byzantine style of rulership during her regency. Her mastery of Ottonian queenship and
successful legitimization campaign, tied with her Byzantine tendencies, can be understood as a
hybrid way of exercising power, through which she interacted with Ottonian politics in Italy
right before she fell sick and died.
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CHAPTER 3: RECONSIDERING GENDER: THEOPHANU AS BYZANTINE PRINCESS
AND OTTONIAN QUEEN
The intersection of Byzantine and Ottonian culture in the ninth and tenth centuries plays a
major role on Theophanu’s gender. Due to the intertwined nature of medieval gender and politics
of power, the analysis of the political role and power utilized by Theophanu in chapter two will
be essential in outlining her gender as a fusion of Byzantine and Ottonian gender. In the
twentieth century, Byzantine historiography left the experiences and impacts of Byzantine
women in the margins. This existed as a result of women of power in the Middle Ages being
framed through a masculine lens. While the scholarship in the late twentieth and twenty-first
centuries has progressed exponentially in rectifying this, the specter of women of power in the
historiographical periphery still lingers. This calls for a re-examination of women of power in the
Byzantine historical tradition, and the focus of this thesis – Theophanu – is no exception. This
chapter builds off of the scholarship of two recent historians on Theophanu, Laura Wangerin and
Simon Maclean. Both are Ottonian historians, although they emphasize different aspects of
Theophanu’s identity, and this thesis will draw on their findings to produce a more accurate
analysis of the queen’s gender for the benefit of both Ottonian and Byzantine historiography.
The dynamic between gender and power in the Middle Ages means that ultimately, it is
impossible to completely sever Theophanu’s political role from her gender as a medieval,
aristocratic woman. Historians use a myriad of titles to refer to Theophanu – empress, queen,
princess, consort – all of which imply two things: a position of power and womanhood. Gender
exists as a repetition of social performance, of which Theophanu’s will be underlined by these
two factors. It is important to consider that the first of these factors, her position of power, is a
matter of some debate. This debate has centered around how her identity plays a role in defining
her gender, as historians have sought to define her as a Greek empress or an Ottonian empress.
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This thesis will examine why the debate centered around her identity is unfruitful, and that with
an understanding of her power base in Ottonian politics, an analysis of her gender becomes more
accurate, and more useful. The discussion of Theophanu’s titles, briefly mentioned in the first
two chapters of this thesis, becomes more focused when applied through a gendered lens, as
Theophanu donned masculine titles in early 990.
The gender specificities displayed in Theophanu’s use of titles cannot simply be defined
as simply “Ottonian” or “Byzantine,” as Theophanu’s gender is a performance composed of a
myriad of Byzantine, Ottonian, Carolingian, and Italian social and cultural influences. The
complex nature of Theophanu’s gender performance has led many scholars to interpret her in
different ways. Theophanu’s self-styling has captivated scholars, with many ranking her among
Ottonian powerful women as well as among Byzantine noble women. This remains evident with
the spelling of her name, as Byzantine scholars refer to her as Theophanu – the Latin spelling of
Theophano to denote her as the western Theophanu in Byzantine history – while Ottonian
scholars refer to her as Theophano for the inverse reason.
This chapter will discuss the nature of Theophanu’s gender: first as a Byzantine princess,
then as an Ottonian Queen. The analysis of these two aspects of Theophanu’s gender will be
used in an examination of the titles she held during her life in the Ottonian court. Finally, the role
of motherhood in Theophanu’s gender will be assessed, and then this chapter will conclude.
The ascription of the gender identity of a Byzantine princess to Theophanu explains the
formation of her gender identity in her early adolescence. The analysis of this will help frame the
Byzantine identity scholars have attributed to the empress and provide background into the
Byzantine aspect of her hybridity. The argument that Theophanu existed as a Byzantine princess
is found throughout twentieth century secondary literature on the empress. For instance, Judith
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Herrin presents Theophanu as a Byzantine woman, and focuses on her early adolescent life.74
Herrin asserts that Theophanu was not a porphyrogenita (those born in the purple, or of direct
imperial descent), but rather a princess born into a Constantinopolitan aristocratic family with
close ties to the emperor.75 Herrin uses the framework of Constantine VII’s De Adminsitrando to
place Theophanu in the Byzantine historical registry.76 She cross-references Constantine’s
prescription that porphyrogenite should not be married away to foreign powers, unless it be to
the Franks, and even this is uncertain.77 In De Administrando, Constantine criticizes his
illegitimate predecessor Romanus I’s decision to marry his daughter Maria to Peter I of Bulgaria:
“this was no different than giving any other of the ladies of the imperial family, whether more
distantly or closely related to the imperial family [to a non-Greek court]… And because he
[Romanus] did this thing contrary to the cannon and to ecclesiastical tradition and the ordinance
and commandment of the great and holy Constantine, the aforesaid Romanus was in his lifetime
much abused.”78 This is cross-referenced with Liutprand’s account of how he was unable to
procure a porphyrogenita for Otto II: “they said: ‘It is unheard-of for the porphyrogenite of a
porphyrogenitus, that is, the daughter born in the purple to one who was himself born in the
purple, to be mixed up with the peoples. Truly, since you seek such a rarified thing, you will
receive what please you if you give what is appropriate, that is, Ravenna and Rome with all the
lands, uninterrupted, which extends from here to there.’”79
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These two texts lead Herrin to the conclusion that Theophanu is, in accordance with
Byzantine prescription and Liutprand’s account, not a porphyrogenite, but rather a Byzantine
princess, with the sole purpose of being married off for political alliance.80 Herrin asserts that the
political purpose of the Byzantine princess is to be diplomatically married off into a foreign court
– as they are not born of the purple, yet still hold status in Byzantine aristocratic culture – and
this is the reason for their extensive education.81 Herrin’s argument that Theophanu’s identity
aligns with that of a Byzantine princess can be expanded beyond simply looking at her
adolescence and brought into the framework of her Ottonian queenship. Ultimately, this identity
for Theophanu is fulfilled when she marries Otto II. However, this should not be conflated with
the idea that her identity as a Byzantine, or a Greek, is fulfilled when she is married into a
foreign court. Her identity as a Byzantine stems from her education and upbringing in the
imperial capital, while her identity as a Byzantine princess is imposed upon her by the
Constantinopolitan political institution.82
The understanding of Theophanu as a Byzantine princess will help to frame the Greek
identity of the princess, discussed earlier in this thesis. The concept of Theophanu’s Greekness is
expounded upon by Laura Wangerin in her text on Theophanu’s sanctity and memory. Wangerin
describes the concept of “Greekness” as a defining trait of her legacy, particularly in the scope of
Ottonian women’s history.83 Wangerin offers the action of Theophanu burying her husband in a
sarcophagus labeled in labro porphyretico, meaning “in a porphyric container.”84 The Latin word
porphyretico is connected, in this context, the aforementioned Greek phrase porphyrogenitos.
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This phrase has special significance in the mid-tenth century Byzantine court due to Constantine
VII’s evocation of the title to grant himself legitimacy in the Macedonian bloodline, stemming
from Basil I.85 This, coupled with Thietmar of Merseburg’s praise of Theophanu as someone
whose “modesty, conviction, and manner of life were outstanding, which is rare in Greece,”
helps us to understand the important role of Greekness to Theophanu’s memory.86 Theophanu’s
Greekness differentiated her from the rest of Ottonian queens, and whether this was simply
because she was a foreigner - or whether it was specifically based around Byzantine gender,
culture, or geopolitics - would have differentiated between people in the Ottonian court and
political sphere.
To understand the unique place Theophanu’s Greekness provides her in the Ottonian
historical register, an assessment of the construction of her gender and ethnicity in the Ottonian
camp will be made. Paramount in explaining Theophanu in the Ottonian context is Simon
Maclean’s 2017 book Ottonian Queenship, which includes a chapter on Theophanu and is
perhaps the most comprehensive study on her gender to date. Maclean aligns Theophanu’s
queenship with the rest of the Ottonian queens. He argues that Theophanu’s Byzantine identity is
“overplayed” by historians, but it can be taken further and placed into a nuanced, gendertheoretical framework.87 His work stands opposed to Wangerin’s emphasis on Theophanu’s
supposedly “Byzantine” character, but careful theoretical analysis of their two seemingly
opposed arguments creates a new, more comprehensive understanding of Theophanu.
This synthesis begins with an examination of Theophanu from Wangerin’s text.
Wangerin introduces Theophanu as a historical woman brought up in Constantinople, who
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maintains her Byzantine and Orthodox identity in the positions of power she held in the Ottonian
court.88 The arguments Wangerin proposes lay solid groundwork for understanding Theophanu
as a Byzantine character: first citing Theophanu’s relationships with the Italian Orthodox clergy
in Italy to support this, noting “Theophanu nonetheless maintained elements of her Greek
heritage throughout her life. She developed close relationships with Orthodox holy men and
founders of monasteries in the southern, Greek-speaking parts of Italy.”89 This is then succeeded
by Wangerin’s second argument that Theophanu’s actions evoke Byzantine political precedent.
The third point she uses to argue for the prominence of Theophanu’s Byzantine background is
the fact that the empress raised her son, Otto III, to be cognizant of Byzantine traditions and
politics.90 These arguments underline the argument of Theophanu existing as a Byzantine
woman, an identity-based gender prescription that will be elaborated on in this chapter.
The first argument revolves around Theophanu’s relationship to the Orthodox clergy in
southern Italy. Theophanu retains her Orthodox identity, and therefore maintains relationships
with the Orthodox clergy in Italian lands under the influence or hegemony of the
Constantinopolitan empire. This argument is supported by K. Ciggaar’s interpretation of the
Greek Vita of Orestes of Jerusalem, a hagiography describing the life of St. Sabas the Younger.91
St. Sabas is an important figure in this debate, as he was apparently sent by Southern Italian
Orthodox leaders to aid Theophanu in her political struggles.92 In his Vita, Orestes writes, “At
the time of his [St.Sabas] death an immense crowd gathered together, which was composed not
only of fellow monks, but of eminent laymen, and of many nobles with their wives and children:
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indeed the wife of the king [Otto II], when she heard the remarkable news of this great event,
came to prostrate herself before the body of the holy great man.”93 Though it could be argued
that the relationships were cultivated for political purposes stemming form a leveraged point of
connection, a deeper analysis of Theophanu’s relationship with the Southern Italian clergy and
political elite will yield a more nuanced view.
While this account of St. Sabas seems to complete this argument, it is important to
exercise some skepticism when looking at Orestes’ account. Orestes, a Greek priest originating
from the province of Sicily, became the Patriarch of Jerusalem from 985 until his death in 1006.
The idea of power projection by portraying the Ottonian empress as prostrating before a
Byzantine saint could certainly have been a literary conjuration. A higher degree of skepticism
would result in a discussion of Orestes’ knowledge of Theophanu’s Byzantine origin, and her
role in his hagiography as being purely rhetorical. The former is likely, but the latter is much less
so. Even if the depiction of her prostration is not accurate, the relationship between Theophanu
and St. Sabas gives great credence to the Byzantine camp.
This argument inextricably links Theophanu to her Byzantine heritage, and by extent can
be considered a manifestation of her gender as a Greek woman; however, in this instance, she is
not acting along Byzantine gender lines, but simply with reverence to Byzantine clergy and the
political elite of southern Italy. It displays a material, diplomatic connection between Theophanu
and Constantinople, but fails to establish a conceptual link. Thus, this chapter will turn its focus
away form the Byzantine camp to showcase another perspective on Theophanu’s identity in the
Ottonian court.
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This perspective comes from the camp that places Theophanu as an Ottonian woman in
the Ottonian historical tradition. This historical camp, along with the Byzantine camp, mark the
extremes of the spectrum of views on Theophanu’s gender roles and identity, and most scholars
find themselves between the extremes. Simon Maclean places Theophanu in the Ottonian
historical context, and even further he suggests she “was the most ‘Ottonian’ queen of the whole
period.”94 Maclean argues that Theophanu’s Byzantine identity was deracinated in favor of
conforming to an Ottonian idea of queenship. Deracination plays a significant role in the recent
discourse surrounding Theophanu, and therefore will underline the analysis of Theophanu’s
gender.
Maclean argues that, due to the deracination of Theophanu’s nature as a Byzantine
princess, Theophanu became the perfect mold into which Ottonian queenship could take root.95
Theophanu acting as an Ottonian queen was not a deracination of her Byzantine identity, but
rather a fulfillment of her nature as a Constantinopolitan princess, as noted by Herrin. Theophanu
did not completely eradicate her Byzantine nature during her life, and posthumously it became a
staple in the Ottonian memory of the empress. Again, her fulfillment as a Byzantine princess can
be proved with understanding that her existence as a political prop of the Byzantine court
became complete with her marriage to Otto II. However, due to the lingering Greek identity
associated with the princess, it would be almost impossible to claim that her Byzantine identity
became completely absent during her rule.
This is evident in Adelbero of Rheims’ letter to Egbert of Trier in the Spring of 984.
Adelbero was writing to dissuade Egbert from supporting Henry the Quarrelsome in his attempt
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to appropriate the imperial title from Theophanu, “after the customs of the Greeks – perhaps
because, according to you , he [Otto III] is Greek.”96 The rhetoric evident in Adelbero’s letter
demonstrates the strong Greek identity of Theophanu. Otto III, still a toddler in 984, being
labeled “Greek” by a political supporter of Theophanu in (relatively) private correspondence
shows that calling the empress Greek in her lifetime was not limited to her opposition.
Theophanu’s identity as a Greek woman was not solely the product of transgression into an
Ottonian-male dominated world, but rather an integral part of her political, and likely social life.
The concept of queenship in the Ottonian Empire was explicitly linked to gender, and this
in turn takes the performative and social aspects of Theophanu’s rule into a gendered context.
The specifics of her gender performance during her reign from consort to regent fluctuated with
her relationship to power in the imperial court. One of the best tools available to scholars is the
myriad of titles presented to and by Theophanu in charters and legal documents.
This is clearly seen when considering two major titles she held: consors imperii and
coimperatrix, and after the death of Otto II, augusta. The term consors imperii, nearly identical
in meaning in the Ottonian court to coregnii and coimperatrix, translates to “imperial consort,”
and during the time of Theophanu’s reign it implicitly referred to a woman. Additionally, it
implies the reliance of Theophanu on the emperor, and that her power stems from him. However,
the term augusta generally denoted an empress, or female member of the imperial family. As
such, her power was not inherently reliant on Otto II. This led to the regent Theophanu having a
more unorthodox gender performance than the consort Theophanu. The term consors imperii
was first used in the marriage charter between her and Otto II, which attempted to set her
political role during her reign.97 In 974, she was titled coimperatrix in a charter wherein Otto II
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was giving Theophanu control over some of his lands in Saxony.98 After becoming a regent
empress, she titled herself in two different Italian addresses imperatrix and later augustus in 990,
and 991 respectively. The second one, a masculine title, existed in the format Theophanius
gratia divina imperator augustus.99
This analysis will begin with an assessment of the term consors imperii and its gendered
connotations. Maclean seeks to analyze the utilization of the term consors imperii in a few
specific pre-980 charters: a charter granting her royal estates in Hesse and Thuringia in April of
974, a charter for the monastery of Disentis in the Swiss Alps from July of 976, and a charter for
a monastery in Pavia from Easter of 978.100 Maclean concludes that all of these charters were
issued during periods of rebellion: the first during the Bavarian rebellion, the second from the
second rebellion of Duke Henry, and the third being issued at the same assembly that condemned
Henry and exiled him to Utrecht.101 Maclean uses these sources to assert that the title of consors
imperii was used for the purpose of showing a united imperial family against rebellions, with
Adelheid even appearing as a co-petitioner next to Theophanu on the Disentis charter form
976.102 This in itself highlights the gendered restriction of Theophanu as a wife to Otto II during
her consortship, which can be seen in the specific wording of the 974 charter, which describes
the empress as a “beloved wife of Otto” and as a “co-empress augusta and sharer of the empire
and of the kingdom.”103
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These charters reveal the political and gendered restrictions in the framework of
Theophanu’s position of power in the Ottonian court. They are starkly contrasted to the language
of Theophanu in the two charters she orders created in the early 990s, after she crossed the Alps
into Italy.104 Theophanu, keeping with both Ottonian and Byzantine tradition, derived much of
her imperial authority from Italy. It is very likely that she learned this from Adelheid, who
apparently acted as a political mentor for Theophanu, early in her reign as coimperatrix.105 Much
of Maclean’s argument for the overplayed nature of Theophanu’s Byzantine-ness comes from
her utilizing her Italian connections and Byzantine stylization from a political standpoint, and not
a personal loyalty to Byzantine culture.
He asserts that the terms used in her reign as consort, and shortly after, while holding a
feminine connotation, were not strictly feminine terms. Terms like consors imperii and consors
regni were used by Theophanu during her consortship, but not during her regency. Two letters
from Archbisoph Adelbero of Rheims and Bishop Theoderic can help to ascertain why. The
aforementioned letter from Adelbero to Egbert explicitly dissuades Egbert from allowing Henry
the position of consors regni “after the customs of the Greeks – perhaps because, according to
you , he [Otto III] is Greek.”106 This letter illuminates that Henry, a male, is offered a title of
consort ship. Therefore, the title of consort, while possibly limited to women in prescription, was
not limited in practice, which Maclean argues shows the remnant of Byzantine precedent of male
consort ship.
Following the unsuccessful rebellion of Duke Henry the Quarrelsome prompted by the
death of Otto II, Theophanu became a part of what Maclean refers to as the “dominae
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imperales”: the most powerful Ottonian women acting as a form of regency council for the
young Otto III.107 This council included Theophanu, Mathilda (daughter of Otto I and Adelaide
and abbess of Quedlinburg), and Adelheid. From 985 onwards, Theophanu consolidated power
and began acting increasingly like a sole regent at the expense of both Adelheid and Mathilda.
This culminated in Theophanu crossing the Alps into Adelheid’s political base, Italy, in early late
989/early 990.108
Theophanu proceeded to declare imperial authority in three documents in early 990. The
first was a confirmation for the monastery of San Vincenzo al Volturno, issued at Rome on
January 2nd. In this charter, Theophanu refers to herself as “Theophanu divina gratia imperatrix
augusta,” or “empress by divine grace.”109 The shift from her title of consors imperii to
imperatrix augusta highlights the assertive nature of Theophanu’s queenship during her final
years. In March, Theophanu oversaw a judicial hearing near Ravenna, which is recorded in a
document where Theophanu describes the proceedings as taking place “on the orders of the lady
empress Theophanu.”110 This charter maintains Theophanu’s status as an empress, but notably
absent is her reliance on her son for legitimacy, as he is not mentioned in the document. The
third and most striking document is a charter in April for another confirmation for a monastery,
this time at Farfa at Ravenna. In this charter, Theophanu transcends her femininity to assert
complete imperial authority, as she is titled “Theophanius gratia divina imperator augusta,” or
“Theophanius emperor by divine grace.”111 Not only is her son absent form the charter, it is
signed in “the eighteenth year of the lord emperor Theophanius.”112 Not only does Theophanu
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call herself imperator as opposed to imperatrix, but she even masculinizes her name to
Theophanius. The public positioning of herself using Byzantine precedent made sense in Italy,
especially when Theophanu was trying to completely marginalize the power of Adelheid. While
these documents certainly bring Thietmar’s remark of her ruling in a “manly fashion” into
perspective,113 it ultimately raises questions about her womanhood. The Byzantine tradition of
women like Irene who had to discard their femininity for imperial authority - in a world where
power was framed for men – highlights the performative nature of Theophanu’s femininity.
To examine Theophanu’s femininity further, maternity - a major part of Ottonian
femininity carried from Carolingian tradition - should be analyzed. During the Carolingian
period, women were prescriptively tasked with bearing children, maintaining the household, and
upholding the reputation of said household, stemming from the Roman ideals of the matrona.114
The reality was quite different, however, and women began to expand their power over the
political sphere in the Carolingian court, a tradition that would continue with the Ottonian
Queens – and certainly Theophanu.115 Scholars in the Byzantine camp often use maternity as a
means to connect Theophanu to a Byzantine identity, through Otto III’s renavatio imperii.116
They describe the tutelage of Otto III in Greek, organized by Gerbert of Aurillac and John
Pilagathos, who would become Pope Sylvester II and Antipope John XVI, respectively.117
Wangerin asserts that this was for the purpose of making “sure her son was raised to be
conscious of Byzantine political and religious ideals.”118 Likely the biggest support for this claim
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would be the letter from Adelbero to Egbert, as it explicitly calls Otto III “Greek” at the age of
four, before the young emperor would get an opportunity to create a Greek identity of his own.
This shows Otto III’s Greek identity being solely created through a maternal bond with
Theophanu.
The issue with this argument is that Theophanu does not seem to have been viewed as a
particularly maternal figure in the Ottonian political sphere. Thietmar of Merseburg encapsulates
this when praising her: “Preserving her son’s rulership with manly watchfulness, she was always
benevolent to the just, but terrified and conquered rebels.”119 This reinforces the concept that,
while lingering ideals of motherhood certainly existed in the aristocracy, Theophanu was not
likely seen as an exemplar of these ideals by any means. Rather, the letter from Adelbero can
likely be explained by the strong Greek identity present in the rhetoric surrounding Theophanu,
not in some outward expression of her motherhood.
This brings to light an interesting phenomenon in Theophanu’s gender, as the passive,
feminine Theophanu who existed as the wife of Otto II became the masculine, active mother of
Otto III. This reveals that Ottonian women were more bound by traditions and gender
prescriptions of domestic prescriptions placed on the wife than on the mother. This leads to the
conclusion that during her time as consort she faced gendered pressure to perform as an Ottonian
woman, a result of her position in the Ottonian court. The lack of gendered restriction placed on
Theophanu as regent can help to explain how she was able to assert authority in a completely
masculine manner in April of 990.
Various titles and accolades have found Theophanu as their recipient both in her time as
well as posthumously. This is a result of a historiographical discourse that has not been able to
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decide on a classification of the empress’ gender in the context of the various cultural and
political traditions she inhabited. The analysis of the historiography and primary sources
associated with Theophanu’s gender sheds light on this, and brings a comprehensive, nuanced
analysis of her gendered forms of power in the context of “Byzantine” and “Ottonian” culture.
The existing scholarship surrounding Theophanu has presented a somewhat binary view of her as
either a Byzantine or Ottonian woman. This analysis has synthesized those perspectives, arguing
that she was both an Ottonian woman and a Byzantine woman, while never fully becoming
either. This chapter has sought to balance the competing perspectives on Theophanu, showing
that she depicted herself – and was depicted by others – in specifically gendered ways which
drew on both Ottonian and Byzantine customs and discourses.
This chapter has demonstrated the gendered and hybrid character of Theophanu. First it
considered her background as a Byzantine princess, as opposed to a porphyrogenita. This nature
evolved when she was married to Otto II for diplomatic purposes but did not lose her Greek
identity. Rather, she became an Ottonian queen that never lost her Byzantine identity, whilst
becoming molded by the circumstances and gendered prescriptions of the Ottonian court. Her
relationship with the Orthodox aristocrats and clergy of southern Italy and the references to her
as Greek by both her allies and enemies bring this to light. The titles which she utilized, from
consors imperii to imperator augusta, show how she broke out of the gendered conventions of
the Ottonian court to consolidate power in both a Byzantine and Ottonian fashion. Her
relationship to her son, as a regent and as a mother, further shows her development from a
passive consort to an authoritative regent.
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CONCLUSION
Theophanu’s death in 991 marked the end of her regency, and the beginning of the
regency of her nemesis and mother-in-law, Adelheid. In 996, Otto III would become crowned
emperor and rule for six years, passing away at the young age of twenty-one. Otto III’s campaign
of renovatio imperio ̶ an attempt to enhance his power by evoking symbols echoed form the
Roman Empire ̶ captivates the minds of scholars even to this day, and his far-fetched ideals and
goals fell too soon to disease. Married to the Byzantine princess Zoe, Otto’s fascination for the
Byzantine Empire speaks volumes about his education. Otto III, much like Theophanu, exists as
at the intersection of two hegemonic political cultures of the late tenth and early eleventh
centuries. The young emperor also deserves to be liberated from the confines of being boxed into
a strictly Byzantine or Ottonian, or even Roman, identity. Future research should offer a
similarly multi-dimensional analysis of Theophanu’s son, another unique historical figure.
Theophanu’s role at the intersection of Byzantine and Ottonian political culture is
important for the historiographical discourse surrounding the empress. Previously, scholars have
boxed the empress into over-generalized identity constructs of being largely or even purely
“Byzantine” or “Ottonian.” Pigeonholing Theophanu’s identity hinders the depth of analysis of
her rhetorical, political, and gendered existence in the Ottonian court. This thesis brought in the
social space created at the Ottonian court by analyzing the rhetoric surrounding the empress to
understand her reputation as a complex amalgamation of Byzantine and Ottonian traits.
Analyzing the political framework in which she operated highlights that she was forced to utilize
an Ottonian frame of power to garner support and legitimacy, and only after her husband died
did she seek to transcend this political framework and consolidate political power in a Byzantine
fashion. Theophanu’s gender is equally as malleable, as her various gender roles were imposed
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by her multiple cultures and unique position as well as being consciously performed by the
empress herself. This leads to a conclusion on the empress’ gender that positions her at the
intersection of Byzantine and Ottonian gender, the former of which was brought out when the
empress gained agency and the latter of which imposed an operational gender framework.
In light of these findings, this thesis potentially opens further lines of inquiry to redefine and
reconsider the terminology of “Byzantine” and “Ottonian,” especially in the case of specific
historical rulers. Theophanu, like many figures of the middle ages, cannot be boxed into these
identity terms in an age where nationalism and ideological loyalty to the state did not exist. This
thesis has also shed light on the utilization of masculine-gendered frameworks and political
cultures for independent-ruling women of the early and high middle ages. Theophanu is a
prominent example of an empress who utilized masculine definitions and gender prescriptions in
order to consolidate her power, and this phenomenon warrants further investigation and
comparison with other female rulers in future research.
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FIGURES

Figure 1: Ivory representing Otto II and Theophanu, Ivory, (18.5 x 10.6 x .85). Paris, Musée
national du Moyen Âge. Photo: Museum.
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Figure 2: Ivory Plaque with Christ Crowning Emperor Romanus II and Empress Eudokia, Ivory,
(24.6 cm), Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France. Photo:Museum.
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Figure 3: Icon with the Meeting in the Garden and the Anastasis diptych leaf, 10th Century.
Ivory, (22.5x11.5 cm). Saint Petersburg, State Hermitage Museum, inv. Ω1473. Photo: Museum.
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Figure 4: Chairete and Anastasis diptych leaf, mid-10th century. Ivory, (22.7 x 11.8 x 10 cm).
Dresden, Grünes Gewölbe. Photo: Museum.
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